THE USE OF PAPER-BASED TOEFL AS A GATE KEEPER FOR GRADUATION:

A CASE STUDY AT ENGLISH DEPARTMENT UNIVERSITAS MATARAM by Susanti, Ni Wayan Mira
st
The 61  TEFLIN International Conference, UNS Solo 2014 
THE USE OF PAPER-BASED TOEFL AS A GATE KEEPER FOR GRADUATION: 
A CASE STUDY AT ENGLISH DEPARTMENT UNIVERSITAS MATARAM
Ni Wayan Mira Susanti
Universitas Mataram
Jalan Majapahit No. 62 Mataram Lombok, West Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia.
wayanmira.susanti@gmail.com
Abstract: This study aimed at providing information regarding the perception of students and lecturers at the 
English Department Faculty of Teacher Training and Education Universitas Mataram towards the use of Paper-
Based TOEFL (PBT) as a requirement for graduation. The issue that was investigated concerned with the 
students’ attitude in relation to the influence of PBT on their learning and how the lecturers felt about the “wash-
back or back-wash” (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Hughes, 2003) towards their teaching. This qualitative 
study involved 30 students of English Department semester three and 3 English lecturers that taught subjects 
designed to prepared students for TOEFL, namely; Listening Comprehension III, Reading Comprehension III, 
and English Grammar III. The data were collected through questionnaires. The findings showed that, firstly, the 
majority of English Department students and lecturers agreed that the use of TOEFL give positive wash-back 
effect in term of increasing the quality of English graduates. Secondly, most of the students and lecturers felt that 
the materials given during the three subjects were helpful in coping with the real PBT and have increased the 
average scores of English Department students in general.
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Introduction
Currently, in Indonesia English is taught as a foreign language (EFL) starting form grade seventh to 
twelfth. In addition to that, university students are also required to take English as a core subject for at least one 
semester after being admitted into the university. For English department students, it means they have been 
exposed with English in a significantly longer period of time. This phenomenon should indicate that students in 
Indonesia would have sufficient English proficiency that enables them to succeed in dealing with Standardized 
Test such as The Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL).  
It is a fact that when a person possesses a desirable level of English proficiency, he or she has a better 
opportunity for job hunting, promotion, higher salaries, and school admission. Since in Indonesia most 
universities and institutions require sort of certification in English, a higher level of proficiency should be 
established as a graduation requirement. This phenomenon leads to the more widely used of standardized test 
such as TOEFL.
TOEFL is widely used in Indonesia for variety of different purposes across academic and applied fields 
because it is considered as a valid predictor of students’ English language proficiency. The reason is that this 
standardized test “…assess some combination of verbal, quantitative, writing, and analytical reasoning skills or 
discipline-specific knowledge” (Kuncel and Hezlett, 2007). As a result, the process of teaching and learning is 
influence greatly by the need to succeed in TOEFL and thus, a further investigation on its washback is needed. 
This study aimed at providing information related to the attitude of students and lecturers at the English 
Department Faculty of Teacher Training and Education Universitas Mataram Lombok, West Nusa Tenggara, 
Indonesia related to the use of Paper-Based TOEFL as a requirement for graduation.
Review of Related Literature
Hughes (2003) stated that testing would help the tester to obtain information on how successful the 
student is in achieving the objective of a course in a form of score, result, or grade that can be a valuable 
information in diagnosing the student’s strengths and weaknesses for future references. In order to gain this 
information, test administrators may devise several types of tests.
There are many types of tests based on the purposes of testing, namely; proficiency test, achievement 
test, diagnostic test, and placement test (Harris 1969, Hughes 2003, McNamara 2006). Proficiency test, as its 
name suggests, is designed to measure test takers’ ability in certain language whose content is based on 
specification of what candidates need to be able to perform in order to be considered ‘proficient’ or having 
sufficient commands of a language. Achievement test aims to determine an individual or a group is successful in 
attaining the learning goals. Diagnostic test is designed to identify learners’ strengths and weaknesses to assure 
what learning needs to take place or what material that is still lacking. Furthermore, placement test is used to 
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provide information that will assist teachers to place students at the most appropriate stage of teaching program 
based on the students’ ability.
The proficiency test that this paper will focus on is the widely used standardized test namely the Test of 
English as A Foreign Language (TOEFL). It is by far is the most common test used in educational institutions in 
Indonesia for its relatively easy access and low cost compared to other tests such as the International English 
Language Testing System (IELTS), Cambridge ESOL Examinations, the Graduate Management Admission Test 
(GMAT), the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) and so forth.
TOEFL is called as a ‘gate keeper’ since it decides whether a student may graduate or not. Thus, it 
becomes a crucial part of academic success.
Wash-back Effects
“Washback (sometimes also known as 'backwash') is the influence that writers on language testing, 
syllabus design and language teaching believe a test will have on the teaching that precedes it” (Alderson & 
Hamp-Lyons, 1996). There are numerous studies that had been conducted to investigat the influence of testing 
on teaching by Alderson & Hamp-Lyons (1996), Kuncel & Hezlett (2007), Raimes (1990), and Spratt (2005) just 
to name a few. However, to date, the washback effects that testing put onto teaching are still debatable since 
there is no sufficient empirical evidence to support the assertions of either positive or negative washback. 
Kuncel & Hezlett (2007), for example, set out to investigate common claims that the TOEFL exerts an 
undesirable influence on language teaching. Their data consist of interviews with teachers and students, and 
observations made of two sorts of classes: 'normal' language proficiency classes, and parallel classes intended for 
students preparing to take the TOEFL. They observed both TOEFL preparation classes and non-TOEFL 
preparation classes by the same teachers in order to be able to separate washback from the TOEFL from any 
possible effect of individual teacher style. They discovered that despite some bias “…across disciplines in 
grading standards, content, and pedagogy, standardized tests have positive and useful relationships with 
subsequent student accomplishments.” This study indicates that the washback effects cannot be said completely 
positive.
Similarly, Raimes (1990) asserted that a sort of mechanism should be built in order to monitor the 
influence that TOEFL has on students. She urged that any stakeholders to watch carefully its washback in terms 
of economy, quality of instruction in English since the stakes of taking this test is indeed high.
Another research conducted by Spratt (2005) described the imminent effects of TOEFL in various 
aspects of classroom, such as; curriculum, materials, teaching methods, feelings and attitudes, and learning. 
Particularly regarding the students’ feelings and attitudes, Spratt (2005) described a study conducted by Cheng 
(in Spratt 2005:17) that mentioned “…students show mixed feelings towards the exam itself, recognizing on the 
one hand that the exam made them work to achieve good scores, but at the same time thinking that exams were 
not an accurate reflection of all aspects of their study.” Thus, dealing with this test, students felt anxious and 
unconfident. 
On the other hand, Watanabe (in Spratt, 2005), put forward a more positive research finding. He 
reported that “the atmosphere was not necessarily tense. It seemed to depend on the teacher’s attitude towards 
exam coaching’ (Watanabe in Spratt, 2005:18). This means that teacher plays a major role in creating a good 
atmosphere of learning which eventually would promote positive washback. This is why I am interested to 
conduct a case study related to the attitude of students and lecturers in English Department towards the use of 
TOEFL as a gate keeper for graduation.
Research Method
This research involved 30 students of English Department semester three class A and 3 English 
lecturers that taught subjects designed to prepared students for TOEFL, namely; Listening Comprehension III, 
Reading Comprehension III, and English Grammar III and the data were collected through questionnaires. The 
participants were selected randomly. Questionnaires were distributed to figure out the attitude of lecturers and 
students towards the use of PBT as a gate keeper for graduation. Items being asked within the questionnaires 
were divided into four categories in order to know whether 1). Participant felt that there is a correlation between 
the PBT and the quality of English Department graduates, 2). Participant felt that the materials given were 
attractive, 3). Participant felt that the classrooms were interactive, and 4). Participant found that the teaching 
helped them get better test results.
Findings and Discussion
The following figure illustrates the attitude of lecturers and students in English Department of Faculty 
of Teacher Training and Education University of Mataram towards the use of PBT as a gate keeper for 
graduation. Each pair of bars indicated responses of lecturers and students who agreed to four different issues as 
follow:
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4.1. The correlation between PBT and the quality of English Department graduates.
During the first years of implementing this policy, students of English department were somewhat 
ambivalent in their perception toward the used of the PBT as a gate keeper for graduation. In the beginning they 
felt that it would be very difficult to achieve the standard score, but on the other hand they felt that it would show 
they quality of the graduates. So interestingly, despite the dilemma, only few students disagree that the PBT has 
correlation with the quality of English Department graduates. This means that they felt there is a positive wash-
back effect of the test.
The Material
For the sake of this study, the term ‘material’ refers to commercial exam-related workbooks and text-
books. The materials were design to equip students with exam techniques and relevant language skills and 
language derived from the content domain of the test. In addition, the students were taught a lot of American 
daily expressions in order to cope with the listening comprehension section A by watching video excerpts from 
famous situational comedy series (Susanti, 2013). This activities were able to promote “…(a) test-taking 
strategies and (b) mastery of language structures, lexis and discourse semantics…” (Hamp Lyons, 1998 in Spratt, 
2005).
Interactivity in the classrooms
Interactivity here means the activities that engaged the students to interact with one another and with 
the lecturers. Having learned the strategies and tips to deal with different types of questions in the PBT, students 
discussed about the materials, shared experiences and knowledge in dealing with the test in pair or small groups 
and later on the students might consult to the lecturer. Interestingly, most lecturers felt that these activities were 
interactive, but a large number of students thought that the activities may be a bit monotonous.
Results of real PBT 
Overall, all lecturers and students discovered that the students’ testwiseness such as managing the time 
wisely and get a good night sleep before taking the test had considerably improved their test scores in real test. 
Furthermore, students felt that the activities helped them to be more confident in dealing with the exam. Thus, 
they were all seemed satisfied with the current results.
Conclusion and Suggestion
From  the findings, it can be inferred that by establishing a high stake test as a gate keeper for 
graduation, such as the PBT, we as lecturers, teachers, tutor and other academic practitioners have taken a 
significant step to further improve the quality of human resources. However, in practice, we need to be cautious 
of the wash-back effects that such test may put upon the teaching learning processes.
This paper only covered a small area of education. I would like to suggest further research is to be done 
to see the effect of using standardized tests in term of curriculum, learning processes, and so forth.
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